Today, Chekhov is chiefly remembered for his playsespecially The Seagull, Uncle Vanya, Three Sisters, and The Cherry Orchard. But VS Pritchett wrote: 'His genius, in my opinion lies above all in his creative gifts as a writer of short stories.' Who should know better than Victor Pritchett, who was one of the the greatest masters of the short story?
Chekhov himself claimed that his medical studies had influenced his writings, because they taught him how to classify his observations as well as enriching his knowledge. 'I feel more confident in myself when I Dr Coope tells us that this was a rewarding time to study medicine, because Moscow was fortunate in its professors. The teaching provided by Grigory Zakharin and other physicians was first class. Chekhov learned to take detailed histories from his patients, entering into their personal lives and assessing their psychological state as well as their physical condition. As John Coope remarks: 'The influence of Zakharin on Chekhov's attitude to life is obviously considerable and it may have helped to form the capacity for idiosyncratic observation of people that we find in his greatest plays and stories as well as the elimination of explicit moralizing from his work.' Chekhov qualified as a doctor in 1884. A physician who employed him as an assistant wrote of his love of the work, and commented that he was particularly interested in the mental state of the patient. 'As well as traditional medicines he attached great significance to the effect that the doctor had on the psyche of the patient, and on his way of life.' Chekhov's first play, Ivanov, is a study of a guilt-ridden depressive which certainly took origin from his clinical observations. Recurrent depression reappears as a theme in later short stories.
In 1884, Chekhov had his first haemoptysis. In spite of the fact that his brother Nikolai died of pulmonary tuberculosis, Chekhov denied having the disease until a massive haemorrhage from the lungs forced him into hospital in March 1897. But ill-health was not allowed to deter him from following the promptings of his social conscience; and in April 1890 he set off on a 5000 mile journey across Russia to study and report on the conditions obtaining in the penal colony of Sakhalin, a long island on the Pacific seaboard of Siberia. What he discovered appalled him; but his report did result in a government commission being sent to the island, and Chekhov himself organized the despatch of thousands of books to the Sakhalin schools.
Following his return, he bought a house in the country, some fifty miles south of Moscow, and promptly became involved in medical practice. He became the medical officer responsible for an area containing 26 villages, 7 factories, and a monastery. In 1892 an epidemic of cholera threatened the area but fortunately did not reach it. Chekhov also became actively involved in raising money to finance schools for the peasants. How he found time to write twenty-seven stories in the midst of his social and medical activities is a mystery.
Chekhov moved to Yalta, where his house is now a museum. Despite being seriously ill, he became an active member of the committee which arranged for the care of the many consumptives who came to the resort each year. He One of an established series of publications about the internet, this is the first specifically to address medical research online. In doing so it treads that fine line between informing the ignorant and boring or patronizing the accomplished net surfer. In fact the opening chapters are excellent summaries of the current state of the net and how to access it, and are easily skipped by those already connected although the synopses might be worth a peak if you only think you know what push technology is capable of.
Thereafter the book settles into a compendium of Web sites and services that, although inevitably incomplete, is nonetheless very impressive. I failed to find our own web site at the Electronic Journal of Hand Surgery listed, and some of the other resources I am familiar with were also absent. On the other hand, each site listed was reviewed succinctly and critically, and I found very many sites of value or use, or even just of interest, that I had had no idea existed, or that I had searched for and failed to find on the Web. In this respect the book is accompanied by a CD-ROM which contains software for evaluation (and subsequently for purchase, such as asthma management and practice management software which presumably has helped to meet part of the costs of the book). The CD also has a hypertext version of the book, so that when opened in a Web browser the sites discussed can be accessed by a mouse click, or added to a list of favourite or frequently visited sites.
Following the chapters on specific medical areas, which include 'alternative' health areas, there are chapters dealing with drug information sites, dietary information sites, and educational areas. Then we are treated to chapters covering administration, education, and grant funding bodies and how to apply to them, before a very useful chapter on how to track down and keep up with the latest online medical resources. This chapter is a dream for anyone using the net often for medical research, and has given me a valuable list of sites to access first when searching for a medical topic.
The chapters on Medline and other databases are comprehensive, and the advice on how to go about (or in fact whether to go about) writing your own Web page is sensible and clear. It addresses such issues as liability and disclaimers, and at one point exhorts the new author to check meticulously for typographical errors in a page, which can so undermine the confidence of the reader in the rest of the data displayed. To my glee I then found several spelling errors in the HTML version of the book! Who pays for all this? Will the internet survive in its present form or is there a bubble yet to burst? Many of the medical internet sites are in the true pioneering spirit of the net and are free and non-profit-making. Some are advertising their own medical services and some are funded by universities, government departments or special interest groups. Much is claimed for the internet and each week it grows bigger. Year on year the software we use becomes
